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at the height of their glory were fifty times poorer than to-day.
Surely not only an impossible, but an absurdly impossible
proposition !
What does all this add up to ? It simply suggests that until the
beginning of the machine-age half-way through the 19th century,
the differences in levels of living among countries in the world
were rather minor. No country had attained a built-in steadiness
in its economic advance. These two elements appeared on the
world economic horizon only a century ago.
How did the vast gap in the levels of living evolve ? In terms
of economic growth of nations, it was the result of a steady In-
crease of per capita income at two per cent per year, continued
for a century, in the industrial countries of the world, at a time when
the levels of living in the rest of the world either stagnated or
even declined. Economic historians and philosophers have ad-
vanced many reasons to explain the differences in the rates of
development in these two areas of the world. Some have stressed
the Reformation and the rise of Protestant ethics. Others, less
scholarly and more prejudiced, have suggested climate, geo-
graphical location, inherent laziness of the people as the causes.
For the moment, these controversial explanations may be dis-
regarded.
The process in its bare essentials was rather simple. There are
many technical landmarks in mankind's development: the early
use of the fire and later the taming of it; the domestication of ani-
mals ; the invention of the wheel; the introduction of agriculture
and irrigation ; the smelting of ores and the use of metals; the
invention of scripts ; paper and the art of printing ; ship's stem-
post rudder and marine compass ; gun-powder ; Indian numerals
and the methods of calculation ; and many others originating in
various parts of the world at various times can be added to this
list. While some of these were available to different peoples at
different times, they all found11 their confluence in north-western
Europe by the 18th century. The result was a revolutionary trans-
formation of economic perspectives for mankind.
For the first time mankind attained the possibility of a steady
rate of economic growth. An increase in per capita output by
2 per cent per year was a powerful engine of massive expansion.
In the industrial countries it raised per capita output seven times

